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j " ■ SEXUAL. ATTITUDES V\ND KNOWLEDGE AMONG 

BLACK INNER CITY ELEMENTARY SCHOOL STUDENTS IN 
PHILADELPHIA: A.' PI lot" STUDY » 



• ; •; INTRODUCTION • ... ' 

Instruction in human sexuality, to some degree, has always:, taken ^ V, 

place in public education, but in recent years, the sexual revolution and.. 

> ■ 

the resultant rise in rates 'of Illegitimacy and venereal disease have gen- 
erated the development of numerous courses designed for students at all . 
ag'e levels (Powledge, 1977). At^the same time, token resistance and/or ^ 
rigid oppo^s I tlon tp sex education programs have i ncreased. rapidly (Clawar,' . 

1977; Milwaukee Journal, 1978a), ' ' . ' ^ 

^1 ■ - . ^ ' , ' • ' ^ 

Despite the controversial nature of sex education, instruction in the 

. ■ ^ - ^ \ : ' V 

area of human sexuality has cpntinued. An aspect of this development has 
been the acknowledgement by contempprary educators, that there .is a growing 
need for. sex and/or bs rth control education in the elementary school . As 
a result, numerous sex education' prcjl^rams at the elementary scfiooJ level 
have been ini^ia'ted (Pel ham,' 1975; Weaver^ 1978a and b). However, the 
: evaluation of thesB programs, particularly for black inner city youth, has 
been amorphous pjr non-existent. This has been due', Irf part, to the 1 ack of 

.clarity in the objectives for sex education curricula and to the inconsistent 

■ • • * » ^ 

in preparation of teachers In this, cui*-/ icular . area. .Numerous writers have 

' ' . \ ' ' ■ * ' 

addressed themselves to, the 1 atter probl em (Clawar, 1977; Powle'dge, 1977; 

Hutchins, 1977)-^ » " 5k 

t\ . ■" • . '.■*■■ 

The purpose of this- study wa§ to determine the effectiveness of a slx- 



y week sex education course that wa? ^taught to rt,fth and sixth graders in 

an Inner city eJement^y school' in Philadelphia, P^ennsyl vania . The objeq- 
tlvies of the course were .1 ) to provide basic informati.dn about human sex- 
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uallty and 2) to* change ne,gative- and/or stereotypical sexual attitudes 



" RELATED LITERATURE • V , ' 
'rtie'^fbl lowing- review focuses on theorise in teenage pregnancies and 
the concerns about sex education in:'tne public schools. ' * ^ 

"Llberalizecl abortion laws, improved ibi rth control methods and gove rn*- 
ment family planning programs have contr;ibuted to a dramatic drop in the 
overall birjth rate; nevertheless/ these factors have had little effect on 
the sexual behavior. of the teenage gi rl (Pelham, 1975). Approximately 
1,000,000 adolescent girls 'become pregnant every year, 'and the birthVate is ^ 
increasing among girlis 1^ years old -andrypunger (Baldwin, 1976, p. 8; - 
Fojsburgh, 1977). .The prevfously held assumption that only the poor and - 
the black make up thesa statist ics * is' ncj^ ldngerc valid (Fosburgh, 1977) as 
adolescents from suburban middle-class neighborhoods are exhibiting<CPigh 
rates of illegitimacy (Frank*lin, 1977). ' ^ ^ 

I>lanned Parenthood, in a . report ^on teenage pregnancy, has labeled 
the contemporary problem, ''epidemic*' (Fosburgh, '1977) particularly among 
9-15 year-old white females (New . YqrKTimes, .1977)^ Professors John Kanter 
and Melvin -Zelnik of the John^ Hopkirt^ School of 'Hygiene and Public Health 
have concluded that the trends^'.are a result of increased sexual* activity ^ 



aitong teenagers that, has more than overcome the easier access* to contra- 
ception" (Reinhold, 1977). This pherj^omenon is also exacerbated by a decline 



in the dge of .sexual' maturi ty— wel 1 known to. anthropologists as the "secular- 
trend,!' In 18^0', the average young woman in the United States and- Europe 
menstruated for the first time at ag^ seventeen whereas her modern counter- 
part begins menstruatlbn at ?ge twelve; furthermore, the average lage of 



first menstruation is continuing to decline at the rate of four months per 

.... • i- * • ' * ' 

decade (Konner, 1977). \^ ^ . ' ' 

There are^ diverse reasons;-for this increased >^exual actfvi ty ambng 
...adolescents: One young mother indicated that she never u^ted any birth 



\ control becaustil she heard that the pHI. caused cancer (Fosburgh, 1977fV 

v/hHe another felt that it (tWe piM) would cause one to have intercourse 
too frequeTitlly (Pelham, 1975)- Many others are completely unaware of . any ' 
kfad of birttin control methods or any aspect of their so&viality (Goodryian, 
J'977) • Moreover^, many, researchers of teen<ags, sexuality hW(e generally 
agreed that mistreated teenagers and those whose parents . do;/ndt comm^icate 
•vilth them' OR sexual matters are more HikeFy than others to become pregnant 
(LJtterine and Schogol, 1977; Fosburgh, 1977). Others h^e concluded that 




"the younger ones may have all kinds of< unconscious motivations for getting 
pregnant, but there has not been enough research for us to really know ^ / 
what's happening" .(Litterine and Schogol, 1977) Nonetheless, Tt has been 
confirmed that: 1) teenage. mothers under 15 years of age haVe a 60 percent 
higher death* rate as a result of complications in^ pregnancy; 2) babies of 
teen^. are twice as likely to die in the fi^rst year;.and 3) fathers of these 
babies very rarely provide finaincjal or erriotional support to^he teen mothers 
(Fosburgh, 1977; Hutchins, 1977; Franklin^ 1977)." '*As to the girls themselves 
whether marTied or unmafT*'fed, thei r motherhood leads them into total de- 
pendence on thfeir families or the welfare system and ends up deny iing them 

a solid chance of finishing school, getting a meaningful Job or extricating 

— ~ — : : : ^ i: '. \ 



themselves from a cycle of dependency or distress. Their future prospects, 
experts maintain, are si'ngu^larly bleak'* (Fosburgh, 1977; p. 3.0) • Consequent- 



ly, in view of thi s s i tuation, it js^c.lear that effective siex education or 
some other viable alternative to present conditions is needed, 

, Murra/ Kappelman (197^), author of * SEX AND THE AMERICAN TEENAGER,- has^ 
observed that for today's teenager, *'the sexual revolution is over and that 



sex has won!'*^ He has concluded that parejnts must take the initiative in 

educating their children about th^ir (the chi Idren's) sexual ity in^contem- 

• * • • ■ ■. • • 

porary 'society . Parents must recognize and accept adolescent sexuality as 



9^. -3- 



the new $ubcxJl ture.. . S6l_,Gprdo^^(197S) ^^^ 



at Syracuse University, concurs with Kappelman and urges us to provide our ' 
• • adoHeSiCi&nts with sexual know led g^e** and posi tive sexual attitudes as this 

♦ kimd of preparation Is needed for tbifnorrow's family. His has also initiated .'^ 
^ the '"fines project"*- in seix education in which he apprises teenage fqpnales of 
the numerous approaches~come-'ons--uti 1 i.zed by thelr^male counterparts in the 
sediuct ion process (Wedemeyer, 1977). Gordon feels that this knowledge wi 11 
ffnake It easier^for young females to , reject sexual advances. Eunl^ce Kennedy 
; Shriver (T977) has documented the desire of teienage girls to flnd^ays to 

say no- to the sexual demands of their'boyfrj^nds She has advocated the / 
/ strengthenirig of the famfly role In sex education 'rather than a reliance- 
on technological solutions to adolescent sexual ity,. Although most Americans' 
would prefer that sex education be taught in the home, the increasing rates 
of adolescent pregnancy suggest rather strongly that parents are* ei ther unwl 1 1- 
' Ing or unable to shoulder this responsfbili ty (Hutchins, 1977; Philadelphia 
Bu'lletin, 1977; Milwaukee Journal, 1978b), 

More recently, the disproportionately, negative^impact of adolescent * ' 
pregnancy on.-the development of the black community has received closer * - ' 
.^erutiny (Baldwin, .1976; Mi Iwaukee Journal , 1978c). Francis Hutchins (1.977), 

- - 3 : ! : : . h- 

Director of the Family Planning Center at Temple University, has encouraged ' 
Afro-Americans to look to their own resources "since it would be unrealistic^ ^ 

- ^ ^ : — ^ ^ ? , ^ 

to expect this society to break with tradition and show significant concern 
•for issues affecting a non-white minority."' June Dobbs Butts (1977), bf 
thie Masters and JbHhson sex c1 inic in St, Louis, has reasoned that since 
inner-city black children are , 1 1 teral ly bombarded by an active survival- 
oriented cul ture, "al 1 adults in the black community ''owe our children the 
accuracy of scientific information and the emotional secur i ty whi ch only 
\. comes from meaningful experience.'' Given the disproportionate number of 
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Illegitimate black births, particularly in 'urban a re^s (Milwaukee. Journal 
1978c), i^t is exceedingly urgent that Af rd-Ameri cans take leadership in 
developing and evaluating human sexual i ty programs in their respective 
communities. - . V ' ' • ^ . 

; ^ - PROCEDURES, 

Subjects for the study were black fifth and. s ixth -grade students en- 
rolled' in the Price Hall Elementary SchooJ (a predominantly black inner- 
clty school in the West Oak Lane Section bf Phi ladelphia, Pennsylvania), 
for the 1976^77 school year . The popul at ion served by thi^. school represen- 
ted a mixed socio-economic group ranging from working to middle class, wfth 
many Of the families receiving public assistance* The sex education curric- 
ulum is only one of the innovative educational programs ^ that the school's 
principal, a black female, has initiated in response to the diverse educa-' 
tlonal . and social needs of the school's communit^^ 

Since the aim of the pilot project was to assess the. sexual knowledge 
;and att! tudes'of black elementary school students before and after a'six- 



intent i< 



week sex education course, our analysis ^was intentionally limited to a des- 
cription of the .students ' responses to specific statements, adapted from the 



AASECT sex inventory (Schiller, 197^V which reflect their perceptions of 
some common notions about sexually relevant behavior and attitudes,. It 
should be noted, however, that these questions do not represent the full 
parameters .of the information provided; the second .level of evaluation 
of the sex .education class was undertaken under the guise of "participant., 
involvement" wherein the researchers perioditally observed and interacted 



with the students di^;-ing the development of the [Jrogram. A pretes t/posttest? 
(one group) pre-e>^peri mental design was utilized (Campbell, 1 963, p. 7) . 



Vfhich enabled us tordetermJne the change ?n the- students ' perceptions 



before and after being exposed to the six-week sexr education ^course insti- 
tilted by the schoo) nurse. Therefore,. while the findings to be reported 
ar6 Illustrative, they also serve as a. gu-ide in moving, toward a more re- 
fined, coptrol-group type experimental design to investigate this relatively 
^ unexplored -topic. ' • 



. , RESULTS - 

Student responses ^o each of the sex attitude and knowledge i terns before 
and after participation in the sex education course are presented in Table 1. 
For four of the ten statem.ents, there was a 20" percenjt or greater change in 
the proportion, of students responding ''yes'" or "no" before and after ex- • 
posure Ic'sex education. In the pretest, forty- four percent pf the students * 
agreed wi th the statement that "Al.l .teenage b6ys have wet dreams at one time > 
or another," while cfose to 80 percent felt this was true after exposure to 
sex education. While only 59/percent initially agr'eed .that "girls grow 
up '(mature) sooner than boys," 85 percent accepted this statement \after 
the' course. The before-after change in agreement that a baby grows\ in its *" 



mother's stomach was h\ percent. Even though 36 percent of the s'tudents 
initially accepted the stereotype that homosexuals are crazy, after sex 

\ J _li • ■ ' ^ \ • ■ ' .• \ 

educati^on^ approximately 7^ percent rejected this notion. There was a\less 
dramatic but' also substantial befo^re-af ter difference between the pr'opiprtion 



of students who believed that "glrl§ should not take showers when their 
'period IS on" (11 percent change) and "every time a female.has sex she will 
become pregnant" (15 percent change) . There was only^yslight change (less 
than 10 percent) in responses to the fol lowi ng statements: "It is all rights? 



f o7n3oys~'arid^^in's~To7^ a^ change), "Venereal 

Diseases are spread by having seX with a pie^rson who has a disease'* (9 percent 
change), "Kids who are^cool have sex" (2 percent change), and "A woman can 



^^SekwittltudeS. and. Knowledges ' \ ; : 

• (before ' m After Sex Educatipn Program) . , . ' ' „ ' , 





iiiL,i^. 



r-i.-^- "^ ^ • • ^'Before N=S4 * i After (M^wr i ■ rhan/ti" 

StatemeTit - ' Yfeg • mo nnn'f T^fai * • v • „ n - .1' Change . 

;, :. -4 , ' . •.wnt j . Total .V.' .Yes . Mo Doji't TotaU, (v"j,es' 

' V.. . ' — ■ ' ' . ■ ■ : '. -r^ — ■ .'^°^.,-„. — y ' ^ Know. . ■ : Response) 

It,lBaU:rightfoi: boys and girls to': ' . ^ ■ ,v ^> / '. ' • \' r^ri 

.:play,withtlieiiiselves (mastu^^^^^^ }y' ^^^'^ W.8 - loo.o ^ - 14.8 ^. 75.9 9.3 ^5.6^ 

■ ■ ' • • , *' ' ' * ' ' ' » ' * ■ ' ', ' 

61rls gw up iMtee) sponet than^^^ 15,1 ''" W B5.2 i.l 17 100.0 ■ . « ! 

teemls atcerifay."' ..^5.8 35.B ' ,264 '," 99.5 ' . 15.1 •'73;6 lU ^ mo' 

Every time a femalie: has sex She will ' • V', • ^ . ' ^' . : ..--^ 

I become pregnant.* . ^ ,; . ' 29.6 . 55.6 • 14.8 100.0 ' 14.8 83.3 1.9 ; mo' - %.8l 

r ' ' , ' ' i ' ■ , ' ' ■ . . ' . 

All teenage boys ^wet dreamy!' at ' ' ^ • • ' : ■ ^ 

i- one time or another; , ! ' 3B.9 • ; 100.0 ~ ' ,79.6v. 9.3' 11.1, '100.0 . '35.2 1 

K . • ' • ■■ ...'.'.>' ■ '. " ' ' 

Girls should ''not; taKe . showers when . - ^ ^ ' . , . " : ^ ; i 

^ their "period is on." ' 22.2 37.0 '40.7 .99.9 ' 33.5 35.2 31}5 100.0 '^U f 

t . ' ■ ' ■' ■ ■ ■ ' ■ / . .' ,/ ■ ■■■ : • , • 

^ds who are W'Vesex, -^ r ' ,25,9 /42:6, ^i.y -M,^ . 24.1'^' 59,3 16.6 100.0 ' LbI 

|woman can tell whether he^^ 18.5 66.7 r; 14.8 - 100.0 . ' 16;7 '77.^ ' 5.5 . ,\oO.O 

, be a boy or girl before ft is bom, . / . ,' ./ '-:^ ri 

fe';''.. ' ■ ■ ' ' ■ ■ ' ■ ' ■ .c^ ■ ' • . ; 

U baby.grows in its mother's stomach., 35.1 ^ 61.1; .1.8- : 98.0/, ^ ■ ^ 75:9 22. 2> - t) : gsj , ,' 40.8 

/enereal Diseases are spread by having " ; . ' 

Isex-wi^ a'perspn who has a disease. V' . ^^'^ V , il'l 99.9. ; ' 94.4 3,7 \ 0 98:^^ . • , 9.3 



|: to non-responses oh some statements ll^s do not total to 100%. 
*?:Kegatii/e values indicate fewer "yes" responses after .seic edication course. 



1' ' 
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tell whethervher baby wi 1 1. be a boy or g i rl before i t -fs vborrf' ( 2 percent 
change), « 



. To. asse^ss the overal l change in the st6dpnts'' perceptions of sexually 
relevant attitudes anci behavior before and after' exposure to the. sex edui^atlon ^ 
course,' each student was given^a Score'of. one for a ^'cprrecf response to 
each I^em i.n term^ of ?ts acceptance by^ sex educators,, counselors and other/ 

medi cal personriQl.. ' The T- test of dNfference be tweeh means Was* used to assess ^ 

> / ' . ' , ^ V • . ■ \ ■ • 

' |he significance between thie average numb^^^f correct; responses by students 
r. before and after participation in the sex .education colfrse. As TabVe 2 • 



\ 



shows, the mean* number. of correct responses after. the course was' signifi- 



, • - • ■ i " i . ; ■ • . « 0 • . ■ * 

cantly greater, than the "before'^ average (before = 5il8» iafter = 6.37» 
df " 106, T.=« 3.86, P .001); . ' i \/ 

While it cannot be determined on the basics of these flndi^ngs whether • 

the magnitude and di^rection of change in* knowledge and attitudes .amohg 

* . • ' '•'*, 

Inner-city. black studdnts was ffue directly to the effect of thq sex feduca-^ 
. tf OH' course, thiere is sufficient e.V'^idence to suggest that more extensive 
Research * i s warranted. ^ ' 



, ■ ' I MPLKAT IONS AND PROSPECTS » . 

The-siJ^bject I ve aspect of this evaluative process (pai;'ticipant ihvolve- 
ment) led the researchers to conclude that the^ studentis, after completion of 
'thjc program, 1) developed more, positive^ and;, heal thy sexqaTatt^ 
knoi^^ledge of sexual ^org^ns, core gender, and ideati'ty ; 2) displayed a wj 1 1* . 
fngness to approach parents about qu^tions on human sexual i ty; and 3) ^ , 
Increased thei r knowledge of bjrth control information and contraceptive 



'bract ices • Elsewhere,' Woody (1973) has affirmed the need >;t^r this type- 



of att I tutJe development. ' 

, ^ -'■ ' '• ■'. ■ ■ ■ ' . ' * , .' I 

' . As liKltcatcd earl l/B^^^^^^ the p.re-,and post-evaluation of sexuaT attitudes * 

;^ V . ^nd knowled^ge was not as detailed* as tl^ provided in the course. --This 



was ^ue~in p?rt to' the pol-i ti cat nature of tne enterprise ais sex education - • 

■ ■ , ■ . r / • ■ * • • / • ;. ■ 

programs and/or in! tlati.yes in^tihe Rhi-1adelphia S.chool system Have, evoked 

controversies (Harmon, 1977; Schogbl , 1977) • "Consequently, many of the 
positive aspects, of the course^ wer^ .hdjt^.val id -empirlcalTy, 

This points to a^larger problem in evaluating public school sex- 
education programs general 1y, that is': What has been taught? and given - 

■ . . . * . , * ■ 

the specific social situation. What can be taught? In many lnstanc.es, the 

■ "* / ■ ' ' — 

\ ■ 

curriculum for the course does not represent the scope of thd. course. 

However, in this instance the school had the full support of the 
community; it was recognized by both parties that adolescent sexuality 
• (Increased sexual^ctiWJ:y^^^ was becoming problematic. 

This situation has particularly severe impl ications for the black community 

• • ^ ■ . . ... ^ . ■ 

In that it already lags behind the majority population in all those measures 
(Income, education, and occupational level). that converge to connote a; ' . 
posi t I ve qual i ty of life. 
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